Needing permission: The experience of self-care and self-compassion in nursing: A constructivist grounded theory study.
Healthcare is delivered in a culture of ongoing change, with many nurses highlighting the impact of this on their own wellbeing. However, there is a dearth of literature focusing on how nurses care for themselves as they try to provide compassionate care in a challenging job. This study explored nurses' experience of self-care and self-compassion and how this may relate to compassionate care giving towards patients. A constructivist grounded theory approach was used to develop a theoretical understanding of nurses' experience. This study included participants from two National Health Service (NHS) Trusts within the United Kingdom (UK). Purposive and theoretical sampling were used to recruit general, mental health and learning disability nurses, at different levels of seniority. Between September 2015 and March 2016 semi-structured interviews were conducted. Analysis was completed in line with the process set out within constructivist grounded theory. Using constant comparison and memo writing, analysis moved from initial coding to focused coding, through to theoretical coding, resulting in the production of core concepts and categories, and theory development. Thirty participants were included in the study. Three concepts were derived from the data: (1) 'Hardwired to be caregivers' - vocation versus role, (2) needing a stable base, (3) Managing the emotions of caring. All three concepts linked to a core process: needing permission to self-care and be self-compassionate. Nurses needed permission from others and from themselves to be self-caring and self-compassionate. An inability to do this affected their wellbeing and compassionate care giving to others. Interviewees described how they struggled particularly with self-compassion. Helping nurses to be proactively more self-caring and self-compassionate may increase their ability to manage emotions and prevent some of the negative consequences of nursing such as burnout and compassion fatigue. A conceptual framework is proposed which identifies that formal permission (e.g., within nursing guidance) may be necessary for some nurses to look after themselves. Findings identified the need for permission as key in enabling nurses to self-care and be self-compassionate, which may facilitate them to address patients' needs. The study highlights the importance of self-care and self-compassion within nursing education and nursing guidance.